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Deacon Ben Black Bear Jr.
Celebrating 50 Years of Diaconal Ministry (1976-2026)

n July 19, 2026, Ben Black Bear

Jr. will celebrate his 50th Jubilee
as a deacon in the Catholic Church. For
five decades, he has faithfully served
the people of the Rosebud Reservation
— preaching, teaching, baptizing, and
bridging faith and culture.

As part of the reservation’s Ironwood
community, Deacon Ben grew up with
parents and grandparents who made faith
a part of daily family life. “A Catholic
church has stood there since the 1800s,
even before the reservation was formally
established, and our ancestors — many

of whom were among the first baptized
Catholics among the Sicangu Lakota—
camped in that area,” he says.

He began sensing a call to serve the
Church while in a junior high and high
school run by the Jesuits. There, the
structure of daily life centered around
faith, with Mass at 6:30 every morning,
and prayer woven throughout the day. He
recalls, “That environment showed me
what it meant to live as a Catholic — not
just on Sundays, but every day.”

Deacon Ben says his ministry started at a
relatively young age because he spoke the
Lakota language, “which was important
for ministry here. In my calling, I

have tried to bring ministry into every
area of life — even into tribal politics
and education. When I first began, 1
worked at the tribal college teaching
Indian Studies. I taught our traditional
ceremonies and beliefs, and I worked to
help people see how our Lakota traditions
and Catholic faith could exist together.
For me, ministry has always involved
‘blending” — helping people understand
that the faith our great-grandfathers
accepted continues to grow within our
Lakota society.”

He continues, “Preaching has been
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Then and now: As seen in these photos from 1986 (left) and today (right), Deacon Ben has actively
served the people of the Rosebud Reservation — in the pulpit and elsewhere.

closest to my heart. Being able to
proclaim the Gospel in the Lakota
language and help people understand it
within their own cultural framework has
been deeply meaningful. Today, people
still seek the same truths, but there can
be a perceived divide between Lakota
traditions and the Catholic faith. Some
struggle with how the two relate, but I
remind them that our recent ancestors
accepted it.”

Deacon Ben credits leadership from
within the community with helping the
Church take deeper root, and bridging the
understanding that allows faith to grow
authentically. He adds that, without the
involvement and support of his father,
brother, wife, and children, his long-term
ministry would not have been possible.”

Please Celebrate Deacon Ben’s
Jubilee with Us!

All friends of the St. Francis Mission are
welcome to join our community, along
with Bishop Scott Bullock (Diocese of
Rapid City), as Deacon Ben marks 50
years of ordained ministry on July 19.
We will give thanks for faithful native
leadership in the Church on the Rosebud,
which includes:

¥* Assistance at over 2,600 Masses

%* Thousands of baptisms, funerals,
weddings, and pastoral visits

* A lifetime of bridging Lakota
tradition and Catholic faith



Honoring those who served: Fr. Edmund with a
veteran at the local Sicangu Akicita Owicahe Tribal
Veterans Cemetery.

Insights from Our
Parish Survey

ave you ever wondered what our

Catholic Church community is like
on the Rosebud? Well, we’re actually a
lot like Catholics everywhere.

As the Sicangu Lakota Catholic Church
of the Rosebud Sioux Reservation, we
have four parishes — St. Thomas in Mis-

sion, SD, St. Bridget in Rosebud, SD, St.

Agnes in Parmelee, SD, and St. Charles
Borromeo in St. Francis.

Our parishioners come from eight adja-

cent communities
with populations
as small as 100
and as large as
3,000: Spring
Creek, Two Strike,
Upper Cut Meat,
He Dog, Iron-
wood, Antelope,
White Horse, and Grass Mountain — plac-
es where headmen settled their tiyospayes
(extended family groups) in 1889.

As part SFM’s recent strategic planning
process, we wanted to know what our
church community thinks and believes,

Left to right: Fr. Paul Strittmatter, SJ; Deacon Victor Bull Bear; Fr.
Pat McCorkell, SJ; Deacon Ben Black Bear Jr., Fr. Collins Jordan,
and Fr. Harry Eglsaer, SJ, on December 30, 1986
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Father Edmund, shown here with a large family, en-
joys visiting with people in their homes or wherever

they may be.

so we surveyed our parishioners, ask-
ing questions about what matters most
to them in their faith life, and what’s
important for the future of the Church on
the Rosebud.

Answered anonymously, the survey ques-

Tear your hearts, not just
your clothes, and return
to the Lord your God.

For he is gracious and
compassionate, slow
to anger, abounding in
faithful love, and he
relents from sending
disaster.



Gathered in faith: Deacon Ben leads Mass in a
moment of prayer, unity, and tradition with Fr. Ron
Seminara, Fr. Bob Fitzgerald, and Sean DeCory (altar
Server).

tions were brief, with several response
choices. Following are some key find-
ings.

What spiritual practices are most im-
portant to you?

Of the 110 respondents, all checked the
box Attending Sunday Mass. This was
followed by Receiving the sacraments,
Daily prayer or devotions, and Helping
others (volunteering, outreach, caregiv-
ing).

What would you like to see more of in
our parish?

Most want more Youth and family pro-

A newly formed choir at St. Charles Borromeo Church
brings special music to parishioners.
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grams followed by Bible study or adult
faith formation, Opportunities for prayer
and reflection, and Social gatherings and
community meals.

The survey included space for comments,
and half of the respondents took the time
to write a brief answer. Among those
who analyzed the results, it is believed
that one parishioner provided a poignant
picture of life by citing Joel 2:13, shown
at left in red italics. The reason: On the
reservation, where most face hard social,
economic, and environmental challenges
daily, the prophet’s words are a reminder
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that our Catholic community is truly held
in the palm of God’s hand.

“The survey emphasizes that we are an
important community united with our
benefactors and Catholics everywhere
in our shared belief in the true pres-
ence of Jesus Christ in the Mass,” says
Rodney Bordeaux, SFM president.

Fr. Edumund Yainao, SFM pastor, adds,
“Nourished by the Eucharist, we share a
commitment to family, community, and

caring for one another, drawing strength
from both our Lakota traditions and the

teachings of the Church.”

Deacon Ben serving the faithful through the
Eucharist.




It is difficult to preach to
people who are hungry.
Providing food relieves
suffering and allows people
to receive the message of

faith more fully.

Deacon Ben

of life in both the Lakota and Catholic
Fa‘;her Edmund traditions. They enrich one another.
Yalnao, SJ Speaks As such, my goal is to become a fluent
. Lakota speaker. And I would like to
about leamlng LakOta become a powwow dancer so I can be
traditions more fully part of the community.”
and CUlture On another topic close to his heart, Fr.

Edmund shares his gratitude for the
people who support SFM in prayer and
financial gifts: “Faith and your tangible
support go hand in hand. There is great
need here, especially for food. It is
difficult to preach to people who are
hungry. Providing food relieves suffering
and allows people to receive the message

rowing up in a tribal community in

India, tribal values and spirituality
were part and parcel of Fr. Edmund
Yainao’s upbringing. “Those values
helped me become a better Catholic. I see
many similarities between the teachings
of Jesus and tribal traditions — including

Lakota life here,” says the Jesuit pastor of of faith more fUHY- It is medicine. Fr. Richard Jones, SJ, who served St. Francis Mis-

St. Francis Mission. Through nourishment and many other sion faithfully, is beloved by many on the Rosebud.
good gifts, positive things are happening, A parishioner who recently returned to the Church

“Language and culture are keys that and more will continue. We will grow honared him with this painting.

unlock the doors of our hearts,” he adds.  in faith and education while working to

“There is deep respect for the Creator, overcome Chal]enges.”

for community, and for the sacredness

Language and culture are keys
that unlock the doors of our hearts.

StFrancis Mission
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Fr. Edmund Yainao

Walking with Families

hen he arrived at St. Francis

Mission three years ago, Fr.
Edmund Yainao, SJ’s first impression was
“how peaceful and loving the community
is,” he says. “It is truly a community in
the fullest sense of the word. The people
have been warm, welcoming, expressive,
and accommodating, and I immediately
felt a spirit of hospitality.”

Over time, as the SFM pastor began
visiting families and learning their
stories, he realized his ministry here
was no longer simply an assignment.
He explains, “When people began
welcoming me not just as ‘Father,” but
as someone who belonged among them,
I felt at home. Ministry here is about
relationships, and those relationships
make this place home.”

Even so, he knows there is more to learn.
“Every day brings new ideas and new
awareness of the needs around us, which
are real and constantly changing. I am
always discerning the right ways, the
right means, and the right resources to
serve the people better,” he adds.

One special experience involved a
family who had stepped away from

the Church for some time. “As I got to
know them, I realized that several family

members hadn’t received
confirmation, baptism,
or first communion,” Fr.
Edmund recalls. “It turned

out that three related

families were all in similar situations.
Slowly, by walking with them and
building trust, they returned to the
Church. That experience deeply moved
me — not because of anything I did, but
because of how grace works through
relationships.”

Although he sees many hardships

in the community, he also sees faith
carrying people through them. “I see it
especially in our elders,” he says. “There
is holiness in their faces — a depth in
their spiritual lives that is powerful.
Their prayers sustain the Church here.
Even in suffering, they continue to trust
in God. Likewise, the people of the
Rosebud have taught me quiet strength.
Despite many challenges, they continue
to gather, pray, and care for one another.
That perseverance is a powerful witness
to hope.”

Father Edmund continues, “I am also
encouraged by our children. We have
many young people in our parishes. As
long as we continue to guide them, the
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future looks bright. I especially enjoy

my visits to Sapa Un Jesuit Academy
during prayer time. Sapa Un is not just

a school — it is a family that allows
students to grow and flourish. They are
kind, intelligent, respectful, and eager

to do well in life. And the quality of the
values-centered education prepares these
young people not only for careers, but for
meaningful lives grounded in faith and
service — as a generation that is confident,
faithful, and ready for the future. They
are the hope of the Church and the
community.”

Beyond his role as a priest, Fr. Edmund
says, “We joke here that [ am becoming a
‘True Rez Boy.” It is a wonderful feeling
to be part of St. Francis Mission. There is
a long and beautiful history here. To walk
in the footsteps of past Jesuits and the
great Sicangu leaders means a great deal
to me, and it is an honor to serve among
the strong leaders and faithful people of
today. It is truly a grace from God to be
here.”

Please consider saving the cost of a stamp by making your gift online. It's easy and secure, and will make a difference faster. —\

v'YES! | want to support St. Francis Mission’s important work.
A Other oo

Gift Amount: d$20 $50 3 $100

(Please make your check payable to St. Francis Mission)

(1 | would like to make this a monthly gift of $ ...........

$250

$500

[ | am interested in including St. Francis Mission in my estate plans. Please contact me.

:

You can also make your (OBETIO]

gift online by visiting rr
sfmission.org/sp2026

or by scanning this QR code.
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Thank you for helping us live the Lakota values of generosity, prayer, and compassion through
your gift today. With you, we are making a difference — one act of kindness at a time.

Tax ID (EIN): 46-6000-411
Registered Charity Number: 26-1904576
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Connect with Us!

How can you help us in our

mission?

%* Let us know what you
think of our newsletter —
or anything else!

% Pray for us.

* Follow us on Facebook
and YouTube, and share
posts with your family and
friends.

#* Donate now at
sfmission.org/newsletter

* Visit us! Call
605-747-2361 to arrange a
meeting or tour.




